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MRS. ALTHEA PETERSILIE:
HISTORY OF A MASTER TEACHER

KATHY SCHMIDTBERGER
CARRIE BEUTLER

MASTER'S PROJECT
FORT HAYS STATE UNIVERSITY
SUMMER 1994

CHAPTER II: INTERVIEW WITH AL THEA PETERSILIE

Kathy:

We are here today to ask Althea Petersilie questions
about her teaching experiences.

What are some of the

positive and negative changes in education that you have
witnessed?

Althea:

After forty-three years, I have seen many changes.
Starting from a narrow curriculum in the thirties, which
included just reading, writing and arithmetic. In the
fifties social studies
education.

replaced geography and physical

There was a period when the rural schools

were closing and a lot of changes were taking place.
classrooms were pretty stable back then.

The

When I came

out to Ness County in 1965, the national level realized
the problems in reading. That was when Chapter One
came about and I guess Special Education was in before
that.

Teachers began to write grants with goals and

objectives to get the equipment needed.

That was how

the reading laboratory at Ness City Elementary was built.
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Kathy:

Did you do a lot with the grants?

Althea:

Yes, Celine Marcus and I wrote the grants. Celine was
in the library and the reading area was adjacent to it in
the old school building.

I took classes on writing grants,

and I got grant information at the international reading
conferences that I attended.

Coline was knowledgeable

about getting available materials for the library.
knowledgeable about motivating kids.
Ness City about the same time I did.
tried the first year.
middle.

I was

Coline came to
Several things were

Classes were divided down the

Someone took the top students and someone took

the bottom.

The schoool tried that for a while.

classes were large.

The

If they hadn't been so large dividing

might have worked better. I think the kids in the lower
group had a feeling of inadequacy. They felt looked down
upon.

Kathy:

When you say they divided the class, do you mean the
third grade class was split in half?
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Althea:

I was in the junior high area.

I don't remember the

school dividing the elementary or lower grades.

At the

junior high level we had two groups that were divided at
the median.

Kathy:

So then one teacher would take the high and one would
take the low in all the subjects, or were they just
divided in reading?

Althea:

This was reading and spelling.

I'm not certain if Mr.

Dewald's math was divided at that time, but I think it
was later.

Teachers found it was better to teach this

way because there was a difference in what kids were
interested in.

For instance, the college bound students

wanted more math than other students.

Then in the

seventies and eighties it seemed like we just rolled
along trying to do all we could to bring our test scores up
from the bottom of the class in order to raise the
median. The school day was really diminished. Many
subjects that were good for kids were added to the
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curriculum like the music, band, art and physical
education programs.

When the curriculum had all of

those programs added, the collection of teachers were
really putting up a howl because they didn't see the kids
much during the day.

The class periods were too short to

do the things they needed to do with the students.

Kathy:

How do you feel about the new subjects that were added?
Which do feel is better, the curriculum with the core
subjects or the new one with subjects added?

Althea:

It is hard for me to say, because I retired in 1983.

At

that time they were pressing to get the computers in the
elementary school.

I think the high school might have

had computers for their business education.
to deal with that experience.

I haven't had

I know the program they

have now in the library has the kids going wild over
reading books because they can get certificates or
something.
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Kathy:

Yes, that is the Accelerated Reading Program.

I think

that has really helped too.

Althea:

Delta Kappa Gamma, the county organization, meets in
the Ransom and Utica schools.

They have so few

youngsters there that a person wonders how they adjust
as they move on. They certainly are getting one on one
instruction in those schools, aren't they?
have only three students.

Some classes

I think there were close to

thirty in the class that I had.

I had a section and

somebody else had a section. They put reading and
spelling together.

For example, a teacher would have

spelling on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and maybe
reading on the other days. When the classes were split
at the median, alot of good intellectual students that
were at the median line were put in the lower group.

Kathy:

Classes were split in the middle, thirty above and thirty
below?
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Althea:

I think they used standardized test scores to divide the
class.

I didn't do the dividing, but I tried to change it.

I

thought the groups needed stimulation from each other.

Kathy:

How did you become interested in reading and why do you
feel reading education is important?

Althea:

I remember I was able to read at an early age.
school in Nebraska when I was five.
May.

I started

My birthday was in

I remember reading Black Beauty when I was six

years old.

I was either in first or second grade, I'm

not sure.

I had scarlet fever at that time and we were

quarantined for six weeks.

My father was a druggist and

couldn't come home. He had to stay at the motel. I was
checking out books at that time.

When I was recovering

from scarlet fever, I would sit in my dad's big leather
chair crying tears over the horse from Black Beauty.
That was about the first memory I have of reading.

I

have just always read a lot all through the years. My
place is full of books and magazines.
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Kathy:

When you continued your education at Emporia, were you
required to take all of those reading classes you took on
your own?

Althea:

No, the schools could have cared less really. I recognized
the

reading problems in the youngsters that came in

from the little schools as they were closed down.

I just

started to find materials or ways to get students
interested in reading.
classroom.

We did the projects right in the

I mentioned that earlier.

We built a

playhouse in the first grade and then used experience
stores to get students reading.
were excellent scholars.
There are intelligent

Kathy:

I had students that

They had an inate ability.

students in every class.

Was the push back then, like it is now, to incorporate
reading throughout the whole curriculum?

Althea:

In the thirties and forties when I first started, basals
were mostly used.

The county superintendent and I were

11

good friends. He helped me out alot because I had only
ten hours of reading when I first went out to the rural
school in 1931. I had this one experience where the
county superintendent came to visit and he called one of
the students up to read.

This little girl was reading

brilliantly, "I am a ginger bread boy, I am I am," and on
and on. When she was finished, I thought she had done a
beautiful job.

Afterwards, the county superintendent

asked if I knew that she had had the book upside down?
There was a lot of repetition with those early
basals that some kids didn't need.

Reading was pretty

narrow throughout the thirties and forties.

Kathy:

When you moved to Ness City did you stick to the
basals and the manuals, or did you use other books?

Althea:

We used the basal somewhat at first.

Of course when the

classrooms were divided and I had a section and someone
had the other section, the method of instruction was
prescribed by the curriculum committee.

We stuck to it
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pretty much until reading was expanded by utilizing
the library.

I think everybody was sending youngsters to

the library.

Teachers checked out materials and

started to broaden instruction away from just the basals.
However, we had a textbook committee here for years.
We still had to choose a basal to use.

Sometimes there

were third grade part one and third grade part two
basals.

The basals had several stories in them. At that

time, there didn't seem to be a balance of how boys and
girls were depicted. That was one criticism of the
basals throughout the fifties.

Kathy:

Do you feel the basals were directed more to the girls or
the boys?

Althea:

They portrayed the ideal home. The father dressed up
and went to work, while the mother stayed home with
the kids.

I don't know if basals were directed more

toward the boys or the girls.

I know the stories didn't

seem realistic for some situations.

The basals taught
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skills well.

Some teachers got carried away with using

basal workbooks.

I don't think I used them a lot.

hunt for materials.
found

I would

We had duplicators so if a teacher

something they thought would work, it would be

duplicated.

We didn't have a workbook to look through

page by page.

Once the publishers started

printing

workbooks, everybody used them.

Kathy:

Some people really got hooked on them? They would use
the entire book no matter what?

Althea:

Right!

Kathy:

What personal qualities do you feel are important in
effective teaching?

Althea:

A teacher has to really care for children.

He or she has

to be a positive person and be sincere with youngsters.
In the earlier years teachers were always instructed to
be strict in the classroom.

I think that idea has gone by

the wayside, because there are a lot of problems with
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being too strict, and maybe teachers were too strict
back then.

Kathy:

How do you feel about continuing education for
educators?

Althea:

If teachers don't have an interest to continue their
education , other than doing what is required, I think
there is a problem.

My parents probably instilled that in

me. I have just always been looking ahead. I remember
my parents wanting me to go to college because they had
went to college. So maybe if parents are supportive,
children don't th ink about anything but educating
themselves and being the best people they can be.

Kathy :

When you were in Ness City teaching Chapter One
Reading toward the end of your career, were you taking
any classes or workshops?

Althea:

Yes I was, right to the end. I was fortunate to be
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allowed to go to all the international conferences each
year.

had a· stipend written right into my contract.

was real fortunate to be able to

keep abreast of

information and current happenings in education.
worked with Eleanor Tangeman in the local chapter of
IRA.

I have just always had a thirst for knowledge and

staying abreast of what was going on in the world.

Kathy:

What does IRA stand for?

Althea:

International Reading Association.

Kathy:

What leadership qualities do you feel are important for a
teacher?

Althea:

A teacher has to be able to make a difference with kids
in order for them to learn.

A teacher must be caring, and

have empathy and understanding.

Kathy:

What kind of discipline did you use, and did it change?
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Althea:

Yes, it changed.

In those early years teachers were given

a wooden paddle with holes in it.
use a paddle.

I didn't ever have to

I didn't have a problem with discipline.

think the principal had to use it a few times.

Kathy:

You had different levels of students in your Chapter One
Reading class.

How did you gear your instruction to meet

the needs of each level?

Althea:

It was really difficult because at first the students had
to take a test over the basal. There was a table with
other materials for the students who finished work
early.

They were able to do creative reading.

allowed to do that for a couple of years.

I was

Then I was

allowed to build my own program and take referrals from
the classroom.

Kathy:

What year was it when you could take your own
ref err a Is?
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Althea:

I was teaching at Ness City on the stage at that time,
so it probably was my third year of teaching Chapter One.

Kathy:

How many students would you have at a time in a group?

Althea:

It ranged from three to four.

Once in a while I would get

some students that had more behavioral problems than
reading problems. We worked it out.
got the carrels in my room.
their own individual carrel.

I'm not sure when

The students had
The class would cover and

discuss the material as a group. Next, they would work
individually in their carrels.

This might have about been

1970.

Kathy:

What do you mean by a carrel?

Althea:

Carrels were individual petitions in which students
studied independently.

They were almost like little

desks with three sides.

They had outlets to put machines

in.
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Kathy:

What is your philosophy of education?

Althea:

I wonder how many philosophies I have written in my
life.

I haven't thought about my philosophy for so long.

Teachers have to have an interest for life.

They should

want each day to be better than the one before.
have to like people, especially children.

Teachers

I believe the

goal of education is to educate students to be good adults
and to be successful in whatever they wish to do.

Kathy:

Do you feel that it is more important for the students to
adapt to the teacher's style, or for the teacher to adapt
to student's individual style?

Althea:

I think the teacher has to be flexible and adjust to
situations.
extent.

Kathy:

Kids are adjustable to a certain

Some kids are more adaptable than others.

Should there be set standards so all
students can achieve at the same level?
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Althea:

I don't think that all students can achieve the same level
at the same time.

A youngster may achieve skills

eventually, but not at the same time as others because
his or her development is so much different.

Kathy:

Do you feel it is important for a teacher to create a
positive atmosphere in which the kids feel success?

Althea :

That is the big thing.

Low self-esteem can keep

youngsters from learning.

Teachers have to accept

students the way they are and build from there.

Kathy:

Althea we have really enjoyed visiting with you and
asking some questions. Thank you.

